INTRODUCTION
Society for the Relief of Persons imprisoned for Small Sums succeeded
in 1785 in getting an Act to limit the term of imprisonment in certain
This growth of a spirit of humanity - a European movement, which
in France drew its inspiration from free thought - is sometimes too
exclusively identified with evangelicalism. In England a fundamental
element in the new point of view was a greater knowledge of social
conditions and a new scientific spirit in dealing with social questions.
The Society for Bettering the Condition of the Poor was founded in
1796 to collect and distribute exact information; *let us ... make the
inquiry into all that concerns the poor and the promotion of their
happiness a science,* wrote Thomas Bernard.24 But in the past fifty
years the number of people with a first-hand knowledge of how the
poor lived had been increasing. Fielding had said in 1753,
... the sufferings of the poor are indeed less observed than their misdeeds;
not indeed from any want of compassion, but because they are less known;
and this is the reason why they are so often mentioned with abhorrence and
so seldom with pity.... They starve and freeze and rot among themselves,
but they beg, steal and rob among their betters.25
Jonas Hanway had discovered by 1762 the necessity of exact statistical
information as to the deaths of infants in London workhouses as a basb
for measures of reform and for the protection of infant life.
Perhaps the two chief instruments in the diffusion of a new know-
ledge were the better type of metropolitan magistrate and the dispen-
sary doctors (after 1769) who visited their patients in their homes.
Doctors sought for medical experience among the poor, they gained
and distributed social as well as professional information. *I have been
too intimately acquainted with the condition and manners of the poor
to want facts in support of what I advance •..' wrote Dr Lettsom in
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... those who form their judgement from a superficial observation of a few
intoxicated objects who are found in the most frequented places are much
mistaken with regard to the body of the laborious poor, who humbly seclude
themselves in miserable courts and alleys.... When I regard the distresses of
die indigent, I rather admire that instances of their misconduct should be so
rare.2*

